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Emergency Rescue for 
Soviet Germ Plasm 

Plant scientists with the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
of the United Nations are plan- 
ning an emergency survey of six 
plant gene banks in eastern Eu- 
rope and the former Soviet Union 
next month, with an eye toward 
determining whether any of the 
gene banks are in need of West- 
ern "seed money" in order to stay 
firmly rooted. 

Plant germ plasm from more 
than 120 gene banks worldwide 
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has become a ubiquitous part of 
modem agriculture. In the former 
Soviet Union, for example, the 
genetic makeups of all rice and 
cotton plants-as well as 70% of 
its cereals and legumes-arise 
from samples of germ plasm 
(known as ascensions) archived 
at Russia's Vavilov Institute 
(VIR), one of the gene banks on 
the FAO's emergency list. VIR's 
freezers contain about 344,000 
ascensions; another 150,000, in- 
cluding valuable varieties of 
apples, grapes, and sunflowers, are 
stored at five other gene banks in 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Po- 
land, Romania, and Ukraine. 

Since the 1950s, the FA0 has 
served as a matchmaker. intro- 
ducing gene banks to countries 
wishing to invest in certain types 
of germ plasm, says Jose Esquinas- 
Alcazar, who heads FAO's Com- 
mission on Plant Genetic Re- 
sources. Because plant species are 
becoming extinct more and more 
rapidly, however, the F A 0  
launched a campaign last fall to 
strengthen the world's plant gene 
banks. The remedy for those in 
the former Eastern bloc may be 
simple, says Esquinas-Alcazar: 
"More money." 

More Controversy Over 
Patriot Missile Critic 

Under pressure from Congress, the 
Pentagon announced last week 
that it will remove its post hoc 
"secret" classification from MIT 
professor Ted Postol's already- 
published critique of the Patriot 
missile. This action ends an in- 
quiry into whether Postol leaked 
classified information. But al- 
though the tug-of-war between 
freedom of inquiry and national 
security appears to be over, contro- 
versy lingers over the 
actions of the Patriot's 
manufacturer and 
Postol's editor. 

The builder of the 
Patriot, the Raytheon 
Co., has conceded 
that it was the infor- 
mant that tipped the 
Army to the possibil- 
ity that Postol might 
have disclosed secrets 

Department of Agriculture rules governing release of transgenic 
animals could have gaps that exempt industry-sponsored research. 

Biotech Rules May Have Industry Loopholes 
Rules now under consideration at the Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) may soon plug long-standing gaps in federal regulations 
related to field-release experiments of bioengineered animals, plants, 
and insects. To win White House approval, however, agency officials 
may be opening a loophole for industrial research. 

To scientists on federal advisory panels, the threats posed by such 
field-release experiments are small but real. Genetically modified fish, 
for example, could theoretically supplant indigenous species or disrupt 
normal food chains. For that reason, some researchers voluntarily take 
extensive measures to prevent accidental release of transgenic fish 
from the secured ponds where scientists monitor them. Environmen- 
tal groups want to make sure every researcher is this conscientious. 

USDA officials sympathetic to this view have already produced 
several draft proposals that have not pleased the White House, which 
has consistently argued for relaxed biotech regulations. To compro- 
mise, USDA may merely stipulate reviews by local biosafety boards- 
rather than by federal agencies-and apply the new guidelines only to 
researchers who accept USDA funding. But environmentalists con- 
tend that these rules, while welcome, would fall short. To them, 
leaving privately funded research, such as that by commercial fisher- 
ies, unregulated creates a loophole big enough for a genetically altered 
great white to swim through. 
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Ted Postol 

rejects any suggestion 
that this action was 
an attempt to stifle 
criticism: He claims 
the company simply 
had a duty to report 
breaches of security. 

Meanwhile, Postol 
is upset that Steven 
Miller, editor of In- 
ternational security, 
declined to comment 

"neutral vessel." 
MIT president Charles Vest 

was somewhat more forthcoming: 
He met with Postol and later is- 
sued a statement of support-af- 
ter the Pentagon had already 
backed down. Vest's official words 
of support: "The right of a faculty 
member to speak publicly about 
the results of his or her research 
or o~inions is fundamental and 
must not be abrogated." 
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